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Introduction

Echoes of Our Ancestors is the title of the latest anthology from the Southern Ohio Writers' Collaborative, a theme that has made many of us think long and hard about what our family’s past means to each of us.

We not only carry the past with us, we bring it into the future. How we deal with that past, be it economic, spiritually, racially or mentally, is what makes us the family that we are.

The Southern Ohio Writers' and Readers Collaborative, SOWriters for short, is a writers’ critique group which, in true social media form, accepts members online.

The group began meeting in 2013 at local restaurants, book stores, and the Ross County Library until SOWriters was approached in mid-2015 by volunteers at the Pump House Center for the Arts offering to hold our meetings there. 

SOWriters, led by Debra Gaskill, a childhood Chillicothe resident and former newspaper editor, draws its membership from several Southern Ohio counties. Members come from a number of different backgrounds and work in a number of different genres, including mystery, romance, science fiction, poetry, essays, fantasy and fan fiction. While some are published, both in traditional and independent ways, some write strictly for their own enjoyment.

The main thrust of the group, however, is for writers to receive actionable critiques for their work. No one is allowed to denigrate another’s work; only positive critiques and methods of improving one’s writing are allowed. At the same time, no one is allowed to just say, “Yeah, it was great. I liked it.”

Members are encouraged to submit their manuscripts a week before the meeting date, and then asked to bring critiques of those manuscripts to the meeting—everyone is expected to check their ego at the door, because no matter what someone’s education level is or how often they have been published, all can learn from each other.

Echoes is the ninth anthology the group has compiled.

Previous anthologies include The Gift (2015), The Legacy We Leave (2016), Surviving Christmas (2017), Love Will Always Find You, 2019 and Dark Inspirations (2021), Seasons. (2023), the first anthology since the pandemic.

You can find all of these anthologies through several online booksellers and on the group’s web

site, https://dgaskill.wixsite.com/sowriters

The group hopes you enjoy their work.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Kathleen S. Burgess


[image: ]




Kathleen S. Burgess has won national and state poetry prizes, received four Pushcart and two Best of the Net nominations. Her poems appear in numerous journals and anthologies. Editor of the anthology Reeds and Rushes—Pitch, Buzz, and Hum, Burgess has authored four poetry collections including The Wonder Cupboard and a memoir in poems, What Burden Do Those Trains Bear Away, while serving as senior and assistant editor for two journals over 20 years. The retired public school music teacher lives with her husband Jack Burgess near five Ross County, Ohio, earthworks of the new Hopewell World Heritage Site. Visit kathleensburgess.com.

Notopia

based on Claudia Esslinger’s Retopia, a rawhide, steel, and audio-video projection,  modified with an observation platform—from the artist’s collection

I

How the city is saved and damned,

diplomacy a skin stitched for Yalta,

displayed for Stalin, a target, a cover

for atrocity—for each two citizens 

one bomb. Thousands of bombs. 

Music also flew—

through the thunder of earth’s scatter 

of stones, babble of Allied planes—

voices launched again and again,

one note, thousands of notes.

Listen, through explosions,

The Marksman’s cast sing on, 

von Weber’s duets and arias 

tumbled with horns, accordions, 

folk songs, lullabies,

aimed at planes, the Brits’

then ours, unnoticed flights 

drowned by bombs’ portamento,

downed as aircraft refracted

the music, roiled the sky. 

The opera’s fluid 

song, drenching passion 

endures the orange-blue storm, 

until Dresden’s china 

voice cracks in flame.

II

Here on a wooden floor

in a dim gallery corridor, 

hardwood mulch underlies

the leather video screen hooped and 

hung by chains from the ceiling. 

On this patchwork disk Dresden’s

cobbled streets flow like a stream

of tidy gravestones, relentlessly

over the edge of time’s 

trampoline, bottom up,

its scalloped hides hung stiff, 

stretched dumb, a drumhead splayed

by rope, but rippled, silent

flesh sacrificed 

for these projections.

Remember, as you look up

from the semblance of stones, a world

collapsed around you, how

a city clambers through blasted 

history, rebuilds its architecture.

Stones, filled with lifetimes of

cacophony, flow and store, 

flow and store, need us to speak 

from pressured silence of melted bodies, 

Semper Opera House, Frauenkirche, hospitals.

III

Look into the mirror, beat this impossible drum

as British phosphorous bombs 

ignite tornados to consume the breath 

of the people and their zoo, while streets flow 

like lava throughout fourteen hours of ruin.

Look into the mirror, beat this unpopular drum

as American planes strafe refugees 

on the riverbanks: hospital evacuees,

survivors from the Russian front— 

so many, many dead in Dresden. 

Once this Florence on the Elbe promised 

culture, sanctuary amid nations at war. 

Once planes did not intersect, deflect 

the paths of music. From the observation deck, 

imagine such destruction in New York City, 

Washington, D.C. Consider all these massacres 

of World War II; name them Dresden, Cologne, 

Breslau, Hamburg, Nagasaki, Hiroshima. 

Brood on the millions killed by Germans, 

Italians, Japanese, Americans, Russians, Brits,

how blood bravado levels humankind 

till you can’t tell one from another 

beneath their uniforms, 

you the singer, the bomber, whatever

language you speak after Dresden.

IV

Breathe with this diaphragm, stretch it tight,

create a vacuum to fill lungs. Compress decades

into each breath. Empty. Loosen your voice, 

express each note of our anonymous ancestors.

Let music fill the House. Invite the world.

Giving Thanks in Panajachel, Guatemala

By a village pensión, a neighbor permits me to

use her outdoor oven to bake an apple pie I make

from scratch for Thanksgiving dinner. A duck, too.

The señora walks me into the backyard. Chickens

and ducks come to corn scattered onto the dirt. 

She lifts a waddling blue-wing. Maybe it 

isn’t all blue till she strokes its head, gives

a quick twist, cradling until the twitching stops.

I’ve left behind news of the dead, tear gas, 

sit-ins, and arrests of protesters against the War. 

But I’m not deterred by this death, a fact of life 

that reminds me of Grandma, midwife and wife 

of a farmer until the Great Depression cost the farm. 

A child underfoot, I played with her spoons,

nesting bowls, pie pan, rolling pin, beater, knife—

the tools for turning what was raw 

into fried chicken dinners she cooked for us. 

Once she brought a live chicken to our home 

for Sunday dinner. What were the secrets 

she performed under stars while I slept? 

Soldiers, nurses in Vietnam refuse a Thanksgiving

feast flown in, baked, and served. Americans. 

A world away, we’re celebrating. Eating. Drinking 

wine—the juices on our tongues mingle 

the way many mouths take in meat, or refuse it.

Weightless

Nerve-webbed brains bouncing

euphoric in bone baskets,

we ride the bumps,

bodies unrestrained. 

It’s a blast for li’l brother and me.

We squeal with carnival delight

back seat of the ’51 Ford coupe. 

Dad is nothing if not exciting.

He’s our celebrity returned 

from his daily unknowns.

He drives us into the countryside, 

and takes the long way home.

Mom rides up front, his, gripping

the armrest as he takes a hill,

airborne, “Vaya Con Dios,” 

with Les Paul & Mary Ford. 

We swallow his cigarette ash in wind 

till his car catches road coming down

and lifts us again. Mom’s, the head 

driven into the ceiling, rammed twice.

Hers, the perfumed neck and back 

wild with sudden compression.

Fear whips her up. Overhead

the dome light dangles, 

injured alien eye from its socket.

We’re a pair of Mercury astronauts— 

blazes of hair radiate from our heads.

We’re what’s taken lightly, upward 

in an arc of leaving that gathers 

gravity until the next rise and fall.

Walnuts

Dad polished his good shoes on Sunday before church:

those wanton, walnut browns, his cordovan wingtips.

Or he’d pay me to clean and polish. Quarter a pair.

He’d dress, buy bakery Danish for breakfast. Eat. 

Unlock the car and press the horn till we fell in.

From the church loft, Dad sang a cigarette-rough 

second tenor to Mom’s quavery, English-horn alto.

After church, the choir met at Willy’s Airport Café 

for BLTs, chicken, fries, apple pie or baked Alaska. 

Through smoke, we saw propellers spin, wheels

taxi up runways, wings shudder to lift. Others land. 

In summer, Mr. Michael’s walnut trees were forts 

for boys to shinny up. The bigger girls, too.

They nailed on slats for us younger kids to climb. 

We turned green walnuts into grenades or bombs, 

and dropped our improvised explosives on Nazis, 

like those who injured Dad in France, World 

War II, and left him broken for nine months. He

never talked of war. But watched Run Silent, Run

Deep. The Longest Day. From Here to Eternity.

Some I watched, tucked beside him on the sofa.

On the hottest days, Mom would roll limes soft. 

Cut and twist halves over a glass measuring cup.

Add water. Aluminum trays of ice. A little sugar.

Those times rise like cumulus clouds above a trail

littered by green walnuts scented like shoe polish

and limes, in childhood before the Sherman tank 

of change, when, under treads, we cracked apart.

Hemispheres 

Brother, with half a world between us,

not far from convulsing Himalayas, you

ask about our mother. She found humor

in shrinking, her fractured standing.

And laughed when the bone doctor said

she had “a crummy back.” Worse yet,

our family habit of smoking blighted 

her grapey lung sacs till they withered. 

She, who never smoked, breathed tethered

to a wheezing machine, its tangle of tube 

like a vine that tripped her. A hated leash.

Brother, do you remember the breakfasts—

homemade waffles with real maple syrup?

Golden grapefruits blushed rose, fruit

of paradise, citrus paradisi, she’d rinse, 

press, and roll on the cutting board, then 

slice the fruits in two along the equators, 

revealing a pattern of petals in each half.

I grasp the wooden handle of Mom’s small, 

serrated grapefruit knife, insert the curve

of its blunt blade tip, and saw each section 

free of membrane, bitter pulp. As she would.

Dip my face into my empty bowl of hands.

The acid-sweet scent I remember lingers.

Flight

I wince. In reflex my left hand shields my eyes 

against wing snap, against the impulse to stop 

for a flock that blankets the highway, recollections

of parents launched by a car filling their rearview 

mirror. Their departure from this life soon became 

a story feathered from summer radios on the hour. 

This tinted windshield raises again invisible eddies. 

A flight of pigeons spreads skyward with red feet. 

Again they will cluster by roadsides, settle in eaves

Were I a latter-day Pandora unlocking and releasing

Misfortunes' rush from a sprung box of myth, I'd note

how they turn to feed on us, not on insect, fruit, seed;

and how hope beguiles us yet again to open lids. 

What’s inside may be a gift, another heart to hold 

up to all ills, or a crush greater than every other,

the fluster that shatters safety glass. Sure, 

you've heard its whisper, its lift releasing secrets. 

Here escape's a blur upward, and surrounds us

as we speak. Wing-fanned, we race against what's 

unavoidable, like wind, or shadow, or the next tick 

of the blood’s clock, as though luck itself had wings.
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John Finck is the author of several short stories, a few unfinished novels, and reams of fan fiction, some of which he would not be embarrassed for you to read. He has allegedly written a few poems, but he will deny this in a court of law. This is his first published story, which he is not embarrassed by at all. John lives in Perry County, Ohio, where he is currently working on his first novel. 

Morning Had Broken

Jim Harper laid in bed, a sigh rattling from somewhere deep inside, where things break the hardest. He was in that stage of not-yet-awake, but not-quite-asleep, and was vaguely aware he was dreaming. The dreams were meaningless, just random jumbles of memory playing in the cinema of the subconscious. Disjointed. As awareness came to the fore, he kept his eyes closed and continued to lie in his bed, resisting the tide. He wanted to get up and begin his day, and he didn’t. The dilemma was as pointless as the dreams had been, but there it was.

Sounds insisted themselves; the newspaper thumping against the front door; the rumble of the neighbor’s ridiculously loud pickup; kids walking to school, laughing and carrying on. Sounds were easy enough to block out, but the sunlight invading the room was another matter. The window shade was the culprit; it never stayed in place, regardless how much he fiddled and fucked with it. Somewhere in the night it would creep up an inch or so, allowing the morning sun to sneak in through the gap, as was happening now. 
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